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TEACHERS ARE INDIVIDUALS ·TOO
Olive Niles
Olive Niles is President of
the International Reading
Association.
"There Seem to Be More Inadequate Teachers" - this title of an article which appears in the November
1, 1979, Education Summary
reflects a belief which many persons
seem to share. The article cites the
fact that one out of three first-year
teachers in Dallas did worse in a test
of English and math skills than an
average high school junior. It also
refers to the Weaver study 1 which
seems to show that, academically,
teachers, particularly those who
have come into the profession in recent years, are "academic weaklings." It is obvious that no persons
can teach anything which they
themselves do not know or cannot
do.
An even more serious charge,
and one closer to home because it
deals with reading teachers as well
as content teachers, is found in the
Durkin study 2 of reading comprehension instruction. This report
should be "must" reading at least for
every teacher and administrator in
the middle grades. It indicates that
in most 3-6 grade classrooms
"almost no comprehension instruction was found."
If these studies are telling us the
truth, and there seems to be no
reason not to trust them, reading
supervisors/ directors/ consul tan ts
(hereafter we shall call them consultants) have a very big job to do,
particularly if it is also true, as
several studies have indicated, that
it is really the teacher who makes
the biggest difference in the
achievement of the students.
Individualizing instruction of
children is a major thrust in education-it has been for a long time.
The conviction is strong that any one
approach to teaching reading, or
any one kind of materials to be used
in this teaching, will never be shown
to be better than other approaches
when we consider children en
masse. For the individual child,
however, one method may be far
better than another.

Teachers differ almost as much a
children in background and training, in philosophy of education,
and, perhaps most of all, in personality. Just as no one method of
teaching reading works best for all
children, no one technique or group
of techniques for working with
teachers can be expected to work for
all teachers. Furthermore, if
teachers are expected to individualize the instruction they offer
to children, it would make sense if
the teacher's individual needs were
more often considered. Talking
about individualization to teachers
in large groups during training sessions designed to improve their performance will not very often get
teachers out of the lockstep into
which many of them seem to be
frozen.
This suggestion may seem to some
administrators and consultants to
verge on the impossible. This is
because they tend of think of individualization as being a one-onone process. They make the same
mistake many teachers make initially when we suggest that they individualize their teaching. These
teachers try to think of themselves as
tutors for thirty or more pupils and
react in dismay. Administrators or
consultants, who often work with a
hundred or more teachers, may
quite legitimately throw up their
hands if they conceive individualization of work with teachers in
the same way. Of course, most of
this work must be done with groups
of teachers just as it must be done
with groups of cliildren, but the
members of these groups must be
chosen not because they are all
teachers of small children or
because they all happen to work in
the same building but because they
have common needs and interests.
The most important reason for individualization of consultant service
is the simple fact that teachers have
different needs. But there are other

l)W. Timothy Weaver "In Search of Quality: The Need For Talent in
Teaching." Phi Delta Kappan, V.61, No. 1, Sept. 1979. ,

2) Dolores Durkin, "What Classroom Observations Reveal about Reading
Com prehens.ion Instruction. "Reading Research Quarterly, Vol. XIV, No. 4
1978-79

46

reasons. One of them is the new
relationship which has developed
fairly recently between teachers and
their administrators and consultants. In the new alignment of
forces, classroom teachers are
negotiating directly with boards of
education on items and in areas
which not long ago were the province of the administrator and/or
consultant. Some of the traditional
techniques of the consultant, such
as required classroom observations
and required attendance at
consultant-organized meetings,
have been either eliminated or
severely constrained by these
changes. The role of the consultant
is undergoing radical change - this
person must become, whether
he/she likes it or not, a person in the
process of education, not a power
person who knows the answers and
whose job it is to teach these answers
and see that they are acted upon. Incidentally, it is rather obvious that
this is the reason why this person is
usually now called a consultant, not
a supervisor.
Yet, at the same time, the consultant is caught in the web of accountability. If the reading program is
not working in a given community,
or even if enough people think it is
not working, it is the consultant who
is the first to be attacked by the administration, the board of educahon, and ultimately by the public.
To be held responsible for a situation in which one has little or no
power of decision is a frustrating,
perhaps even an untenable position.
The successful consultant in reading
today is a person who has a great
deal of skill in managing human
relations and a great deal of confidence in his own potential.
Without these two characteristics,
consultants will not survive very
long.
Part of the problem consultants
have goes back to their own training. Examination of the criteria for
certification of reading consultants
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Niles continued. ..

in the various states indicates that
the major emphasis is upon study of
the psychology of reading and of
methods of teaching reading, both
very important but perhaps less important than procedures for working
with teachers and opportunity for
field experience. If we are to expect
consultants to individualize their
work with teachers, we must first
provide them with in-depth study of
the alternatives in consultant work
and, perhaps most important, with
opportunity to serve some kind of internship during which they can
learn from a practicing consultant
who is successful with some of these
al terna ti ves.
There are conditions other than
the consultant's training which are
also essential. They include the
following:
1.

not more than 50 teachers to
work with during any one period
of time;
2. freedom from formal evaluation
of these teachers;
3. free access to teachers' personal
files;
4. access to teachers themselves at
any and all times of the day;
5. strong support from the principals of schools in which they
work;
6. opportunity and time to share
problems and experiences with
consultants in other curriculum
areas within the system;
7. no formal requirements, such as
so many observations of and
conferences with teachers during a certain period of time.
Assuming that these conditions or
most of them have been met, what
procedures can be used to meet the
needs of individual teachers? The
following are suggestions gleaned
from the literature as well as from
personal experiences with teachers
at various levels. There are many
alternatives which are open to consultants. Two considerations,
however, appear to be basic:
1. The consultant cannot effectively help individual teachers
unless he/she knows them as individuals. Some things can be
learned from the teacher's
folder, but never enough. Some
facts are derived from inciden-

tal -contacts with teachers, but
still not enough. The consultant
must have time for individual
observation of teachers at work
in their classrooms. Only thus
can the question be answered:
What does this teacher do that
makes his teaching of reading
successful or not so successful?
2. Armed with this kind of
knowledge, the consultant must
help the teacher to set goals for
improvement. This process is
aided a great deal and much
time is saved if the consultant
presents the teacher with a list of
competencies which seem to
make a difference between the
successful teacher of reading
and the less successful, teacher.
Lists of such competencies are
rapidly becoming available
from various groups, 3 mainly, it
is true, for use in preservice
education of teachers but just as
useful for the person responsible for improving the competencies of teachers in service. It is a
very different matter for
teachers to measure against
such a list of competencies from
the situation which occurs when
they have to deal with a vague
impression of what they believe
the consultant expects of them.
Teachers very often give up
because they can't figure out
what the consultant wants even
when they don't suspect that the
consultant has some queer, personal ideas about the whole
thing. The more impersonal the
listing and the more generally it
is accepted, the easier it is for
teachers to work with it to identify their precise needs.
Having helped teachers to see
their own needs and set their goals
(which should be very few at any
one time), the consultant then
works, hopefully with the help of a
committee of the the teachers
themselves, to arrange as wide a
variety of alternatives as possible
which will enable the teachers to
reach their goals. For the most part
teachers will work in groups toward
their goals, just as children in
classrooms have to work most of the
time in groups-but the groups will
be flexible thus meeting the needs
of individuals. The alternatives will
reflect the different ways in which
I

3) For example, "Guidelines for the Professional Preparation of Reading
Teachers," International Reading Association, May 1978.

teachers learn. The alternatives will
reflect the different ways in which
teachers learn. Lectures are good
for some teachers: they can listen
and go back to their classrooms and
do. Demonstrations are better for
other teachers. Sitting down with a
professional book or magazine is
good for others. Here, very briefly,
are some other alternatives:
1. Consultants may arrange
teacher-partners and let them
teach each other. This old
device has usually resulted in a
partnership of an experienced
teacher with a beginner. Why
not two beginners? Or two experienced teachers, one of
whom is in a rut? Or an expert
in teaching phonics with an expert in motivating library
reading?
2. There are now on the market
quite a number of teachertraining films, videotapes, and
other aids. Groups of teachers
can be organized to use these
aids if they meet identified
needs - not for "blanket" showings. The consultant cannot be
all things at all times to all
teachers. He/ she must make use
of published materials, particularly in the newer media. If
such materials do not exist to
meet certain needs, consultants
can make some themselves or
encourage good teachers to
make them. An audiotape or a
set of transparencies may cost
many hours of time and effort to
produce initially, but it can be
used again and again without
the consultant's having to be
present. We often hear people
speak of the changing role of the
teacher, whose job is more and
more that of finding out what
children need and then leading
them to the materials to satisfy
that need. The consultant can
often do likewise.
3. The reading consultant can
work through other people as
well as through materials. If
time is provided to confer with
other curriculum consultants, it
often becomes clear that needs
overlap. Perhaps a group of
teachers may identify the
reading of mathematics
materials as a problem with
which they do not know how to
cope. The reading consultant
continued. ..
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4.
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and the mathematics consultant
can jointly meet this need. In
providing alternatives, the
reading consultant needs all the
help available and there is
usually more help around that
he/she always realizes.
The consultant can make very
good use of the new materials
for children which are appearing in abundance these days. By
using part of the budget to buy
just a few copies or just one set
of these materials, he can, during the school year, ask several
teachers to try out and evaluate
these materials in their
classroom. This, in itself, is important; but, also, if the consultant assigns the new materials
perceptively in relation to
teacher needs, use of good
materials helps the teacher to
learn how to do things better.
For example, if a fifth grade
teacher is having difficulty seeing how the basic reading skills
relate to materials in the content
fields, six weeks of working with
some of the materials specially
prepared for this purpose might
be all the teacher needs to
demonstrate how this can be
done.
Another device for individualizing the work of the consultant if
to prepare a master list of
classrooms, both in the school
system and in neighboring
systems, where different kinds
of problems are being solved.
Teachers who identify these
problems as their own may be
given time to visit in these situations. Provision for follow-up
discussion of the visit is
necessary. It can be arranged
with the consultant or among
teachers who have visited a
given site. Even if they reject
what they have seen, such
discussion forces the teachers to
examine their own convictions
and to grow in understanding
the problem.
Meetings of various organizations offer opportunities for individualized work
with
teachers. For example, a few
years ago when a large International Reading Association
meeting was held nearby, a

school administration released a
fairly large group of teachers to
attend, each teacher for one
day. Each teacher went through
the program and identified two
small meetings which seemed
most promising to help him/her
with identified needs. Each
teacher attended these two
meetings, one of the general sesions, and spent a minium of one
hour in the exhibit area. Following return to home base, a brief
summary of findings and a personal evaluation were required.
These
summaries
were
mimeographed and made
available to other teachers. Any
professional conference in
which there is a fair choice of
meetings can be used in this
way.
7. We often encourage children to
motivate each other by writing
personal notes about books they
have been reading, notes to
Dear Sally . . . or Dear
Jim ... On one occasion a consultant had done a series of
demonstrations and after-wards
invited teachers who had attended to write personal comments and/or questions. The key
to this experience is a personal
response to the teacher from the
consultant, a response in this
case which varied from a
sentence or two to three pages.
Of course, it took time, but it
proved to be a bargain in the
ripple effect it created. The consultant was meeting individual
needs.
8. Some school systems, by action
of the Board of Education,
· designate a certain number of
days per year for the inservice
education of the teachers. This
usually means released time,
but all too often it also means
that large groups of teachers are
gathered in one place to listen
to advice on a single topic.
There are two tl\ings wrong with
this: it is a passive situation so
passive that the likelihood that it
will lead to any kind of activity is
remote and it is far too general.
It is impossible to speak to
teachers' individual needs in a
large-group meeting. Far better
to set up a whole series of
simultaneous small meetings,
each addressing a different
topic, and then help teachers to

48

choose which meeting to attend,
making sure that they can justify
their choices in relation to their
needs.
Of course, there are other alternatives. One more point seems particularly important. Individualization will not be optimally effective
unless the consultant also has a
means for evaluating teachers' progress toward their goals. No matter
how good an inservice program is,
some teachers will not give it their
best unless they know there is individual accountability built in. This
must be done by helping teachers to
set their goals at the beginning of a
school year and asking them, at
some later time, to indicate to what
extent they feel they have achieved
these goals. Personal evaluation is
important, but it must be validated
by consultant observation and, in
con£ erence with the teacher,
become a part of the consultant's
records so that both the consultant
and the teacher may at intervals
progress and set the goals accordingly. Great care must be taken
that such records are not used for
purposes of promotion, salary increments, and such. If they are,
much of the trust between the consultant and the teacher, a trust
without which very little can be accomplished, will be destroyed. This
process of evaluation and recordkeeping should operate on the same
principle which involved in the
year-to-year progress records of the
child in the classroom. Starting from
scratch goals and watching progress
is just as absurd with a group of
teachers as it would be with a group
of students.
And progress records are important for another reason. Inservice
education has gained considerable
respectability in recent years. The
idea that once a teacher is certified
he is prepared to teach for the rest of
his life has been fairly well set aside.
But many teachers still regard inservice education as a nuisance, an extra, something to be endured.
Anything that emphasizes individual need, progress, and commitment is important in building
positive attitudes; and consultants'
success in improving the quality of
instruction in the classroom
depends, probably more than
anything else, on individual teacher
attitude.

